The paper examines the early development of the Victorian inland telegraph, and more precisely the telegraphic despatches, or telegrams, as they became widely known. The first telegram service in Britain was launched by the Electric Telegraph Company two decades before nationalization of the telegraphs in 1870. It is argued that this service was not as innovative as the electric telegraph technology that underpinned it. Attention is drawn to the parallels between the telegram and mail services. To this end, the evolution of postal communication is first explored, with a focus on the nineteenth century, when innovations such as mail-trains and prepayment by stamp considerably accelerated the mail and increased the volume of letters from 67 million in 1839 to a staggering 741 million in 1865. It was in this context that the telegram service was introduced to the public. The operating model adopted by the Electric Telegraph Company to deliver this service is deconstructed to show the similarities with the mail service and to demonstrate that a telegram was not always faster than letter post.
INTRODUCTION
The influence of one technology over another is not always obvious, as in the case presented in this paper, where I draw attention to the influence of the Post Office's mail service on the design and development of the British inland telegraph service. The paper focuses on the early period of telegraphy, prior to nationalization of the telegraphs in 1870. The telegraph service was initially offered to the British public by the Electric Telegraph Company (ETC) two decades or so before this nationalization.
As the historiography of the Victorian telegraph reveals, the interplay between telegrams (or telegraphic despatches, as they were first known) and letters in the early days of telegraphy has been ignored to a large extent. 1 Histories have been written as if the contemporary mail service was irrelevant. Implicitly if not explicitly, this historiographical approach portrayed telegrams as an innovative method of communication. 2 Undeniably, the telegrams were, in some aspects, a novelty but, as this paper reveals, they also displayed many parallels with the mail service.
To broaden the scope of the Victorian telegraph discourse, I begin by examining the evolution of postal communication comprehensively, placing emphasis on the first half of the nineteenth century, when the speed of delivering letters improved considerably. Evidence is presented showing that, by the time telegrams were introduced in the late 1840s (following Rowland Hill's postal reform), letters were a highly efficient form of interpersonal correspondence. Next, I introduce the electric telegraph, and break down the telegraph service into its main process elements to argue that the telegram followed the model of the letter post, although no evidence was found that this emulation was a deliberate strategy on the part of the ETC, or a cultural default into which they fell unwittingly. Perhaps more controversially, I also argue that telegrams were only more efficient than letters over longer distances. As I demonstrate below, letters were in many cases faster and much cheaper than telegrams for urban communication. This explains to a large extent the limited take-up of urban telegrams in London and other cities, and why the private telegraph companies did not report their numbers.
Whether the choice between a letter and a telegram was a matter of preference, affordability, convenience or speed, an overlap existed between the two methods of communication in terms of purpose and function. 3 This overlap, however, must be contextualized: in 1868, for instance, in excess of 110 million letters were delivered by the London District Post (letters posted in the capital and delivered to a metropolis address), out of a total of more than 850 million letters for the whole of the United Kingdom. 4 In that same year, the combined volume of inland telegrams from the five largest private telegraph companies across the country was slightly less than 6 million. 5 In other words, just prior to nationalization, the overall number of telegrams was less than 1% of the total number of letters conveyed in the country, or about 5% of the traffic reported by the London District Post alone.
Before turning our attention to the investigation of mail service, we must remind ourselves of the broad social, economic and political forces that shaped the period during which the acceleration of the mail took place, to provide a backdrop for the exceptional growth in written communications that occurred in the nineteenth century. These were the days of Chartism, the reform of the Poor Law and the repeal of the Corn Laws, among other turbulent events, and newspapers and letters were the main conduit for carrying such news across the country. Literacy was on the rise, in terms of reading if not of writing, thanks to changes in the education system which saw Sunday schools turned progressively into weekday schools run on the monitorial system, the phenomenal growth of the National Society for the Education of the Poor -among other schools operated by voluntary societies -and increased government funding for education. 6 At the same time, the population grew from 13.9 million in 1831 to 20 million in 1861, and this demographic trend was accompanied by an increase in urbanization, reaching nearly 60% of the population in 1861, as well as an increase in mobility facilitated by more convenient and faster forms of transport. 7 Whether it was the acceleration of the mail, the demographic explosion, increased literacy, the growing middle class or, more likely, a combination of these and other factors, the volume of letters increased from 67 million letters posted in 1839 to 242 million in 1840, 457 million in 1855 and 741 million in 1865, with nearly 12% (86 million in 1865) of J-F. Fava-Verde these letters handled by the London District Post alone. 8 As Catherine Golden has said, letters were knit into the fabric of the lives of ordinary citizens and famous Victorians. 9 For her, it was the decrease in postage rate that gave rise to a wider use of letters, including business correspondence, messages of condolence or congratulations, invitations and other written communications. In 1854, for instance, the annual volume of correspondence was equivalent to 16 letters per person, and this ratio increased to 22 letters per person in 1863. 10 
HASTE, POST HASTE! THE POST OFFICE AND ITS PURSUIT OF SPEED FOR THE CONVEYANCE OF LETTERS
Initially, mails had been carried by messengers riding post horses (often 'idle boys mounted on worn hack') along roads with staging posts, at an average speed of 3 -4 miles per hour.
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By 1820, Palmer's mail-coaches, as well as all stage coaches carrying royal mails, further improved the average speed to more than 6 miles per hour.
12 As the mail-coaches crisscrossed the country delivering mailbags to post towns in the early 1820s, the steam engine era had begun. The first fully mechanized passenger rail transport system, the Stockton & Darlington Railway, was inaugurated on 27 September 1825. Originally conceived to carry coal at a modest speed of 8 miles per hour, the company opened its service to passengers on 10 October 1825, less than one month after its opening.
13 On 9 September 1830, the Liverpool & Manchester Railway began its operation. This railway was designed from the start to carry passengers, and their adoption of this new mode of transport was rapid.
14 It so happened that the Post Office struggled with mail delivery operation in that area, and the Liverpool & Manchester Railway was proposed as an alternative to mail-coaches. 15 On 11 November 1830, the line began to carry mail between Liverpool and Manchester. By 1836, the Post Office operated a mail service day and night on this line, with the trains covering the distance of 30 miles at a maximum speed of 20 miles per hour. 16 At first, the mail-coaches, complete with mail and staff, were loaded on to the trains, but soon only the mailbags and the guards were transported. The idea of sorting letters en route in specially fitted railway carriages was successfully tested in January 1838 between Birmingham and Liverpool on the Grand Junction Railway. In August of that year the Post Office made railway post offices an integral part of its operation: the 'Mails on Railways' Bill (2 Vic. Cap. 98) received royal assent on 10 August 1838. This Act made it compulsory for the railway companies to provide a separate carriage for sorting letters or to convey mail by ordinary trains, if more appropriate, in return for a reasonable financial compensation. 17 On board the separate carriages, the letters were sorted by clerks, while the mail guards were responsible for closing, despatching and receiving mailbags, as well as filling out the time-bills.
The take-up of mail-trains by the Post Office was fast. For instance, when the London & Birmingham Railway opened on 17 September 1838 the Post Office began sending mail by rail immediately -initially between London and Denbigh Hall, near Bletchley. 18 The following year, two mail-trains were running each day in both directions between London and Lancaster, and the frequency increased progressively, reaching eight mail-trains per day on that line in 1864. By that time, the trains were running twice as fast, at 40 miles per hour on some lines, although the mail-train between London and Bristol (a distance Victorian telegrams of 118 miles by rail) ran at an average of 30 miles per hour in 1860, and the conveyance of mails between these two places took slightly less than four hours -yet another major improvement over the fastest mail-coaches, which had covered the distance in 13-14 hours at the beginning of the century.
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The efficiency of the mail service improved significantly during that period, and this progress can be attributed to three factors: first, mail-trains transported mail at a significantly higher speed than mail-coaches; second, the expansion of the railways and the extraordinary capillarity of the rail network made the conveyance of mail between post towns more direct, bypassing the transit via London in many cases; and finally, important operational innovations drove further economies of time. Among these important innovations were the Travelling Post Offices (TPOs). These were specially fitted carriages, dedicated to sorting the mail in transit, and each TPO functioned as a sorting office with its own clerks and sorters. 20 For the mail that originated in London, for example, the sorting of the letters started at exactly 6 p.m. at the General Post Office headquarters in St Martin's-Le-Grand. 21 This was a two-step process: the letters were first sorted into 28 broad destinations, and each destination was then split into 28 further destinations known as 'roads', which were large towns along a given railway line; for instance, letters to Derby, Loughborough, Nottingham, Leicester and Lincoln were grouped together. 22 At approximately 8 p.m., the letters for each of these towns and their districts were sealed into mailbags and despatched by mail-vans to one of London's railway terminals, to be loaded on board the appropriate train. All the other letters needed additional sorting.
The mail-coaches needed to stop for 30 minutes or so in each post town along the route to allow the mail for these towns to be extracted, and this process occasioned additional transit delays. 23 With the TPO, however, the sorting began at around 8:30 p.m. as the train was steaming along the 'road'. Inside the special carriage, the letters were sorted by town and placed in individual mailbags. Moreover, the trains did not stop at railway stations to deliver these bags and pick up others, as a second important innovation allowed the train to steam past the stations while a device took care of the exchange of bags. No name has ever been given to this device, but Lewins thought that it may have been invented and improved by Messrs Ramsay, Dicker and Pearson of the Post Office. 24 The device was in two parts: the first part was bolted to the side of the carriage, the second part installed alongside the track. The sorted bags, now enclosed in a protective leather pouch, were pushed outside the carriage into a contraption which allowed the bags to be snatched by a mechanism beside the track as the train passed by at speed. Similarly, mailbags could also be transferred to the TPO by hanging them on a sort of crane by the side of the track, there to be hooked and pulled aboard the speeding train.
As the mailbags were dropped in the railway stations along the route, another sorting process would then take place. Typically, a mail-cart delivered the mailbag from the station to the local post office, where the letters were then stamped, sorted and arranged in different boxes or bags. Letters to be distributed by letter-carriers were further arranged by these employees, by order of delivery from house to house. Letters for remote villages and other smaller towns in the district were bundled together to be despatched to the subpostmasters -some by mail-gigs, others by local railways. Letters for the country gentry were delivered by one of the clerks as soon as possible.
horseback to in excess of 40 miles per hour by train. This economy of time was made possible by the rapid adoption of rail transport, and also by innovations such as the TPO and the automated exchange of mailbags. A letter could now be sent from Bristol by night train, and delivered to a recipient in London by 9 a.m. the following morning. However, if technological innovations (such as the mail-train) were behind the acceleration of the mail between towns, they played a lesser role within towns. 26 Mail efficiency in the urban space was improved primarily via novel processes and organizational arrangements -in particular, the penny posts, which delivered mail within a city for a nominal fee of one penny initially. 27 As the towns grew in size, population and prominence, the communication of intelligence within these commercial and industrial centres was of prime importance.
The first British urban post is often credited to a merchant called William Dockwra, who, in 1680, established a private penny-post system in London. 28 This system was short-lived as the Post Office considered it a breach of its monopoly on letters and brought about its closure two years later. It was re-established in 1697, this time as a distinct department of the Post Office, and with Dockwra as its controller. The concept of the penny post for the metropolis called for the subdivision of London into 'districts', each acting as a head office with sorting facility.
29 A large network of letter-receiving houses spread across the capital; these were often small shops and they acted as collection points for the letters to be sent to recipients across the capital. 30 The headquarters of the Post Office in London operated as a central clearing house for the districts' post offices. Initially, the London Penny Post was set up in the cities of London and Westminster, as well as the borough of Southwark, and their suburbs, before being extended to a radius of 10 miles around the City. Later, with an additional fee of one penny, letters could also be delivered beyond the original limits. With the Postal Act 1801, the conveyance of a letter by the general post to London and its subsequent transfer for delivery to one of the districts for delivery by the penny post cost two pence: the London Penny Post had become the Twopenny Post. The Postal Act 1805 set further rates for letters sent and delivered within the districts.
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The Twopenny Post had two principal offices, one in Lombard Street, close to the general headquarters at St Martin's-Le-Grand, the other in Gerrard Street in Soho. It organized its districts into two divisions: the town division (which was limited to a 3-mile radius around the central office of the general post), where, in 1830, 224 letter-carriers made their 'walks' on foot, and the country division (with a 12-mile radius), where 189 lettercarriers made delivery either on foot or on horseback (there were 30 horses assigned to this task in 1830).
32 There were also horses (six in 1830) for carrying mails to be exchanged between the districts, and these were required to be of sufficient fitness to average a speed of 8 miles per hour. The charges were two pence for letters distributed within the town division (with a maximum weight of 4 ounces), three pence for letters to or from a country division (hence the Threepenny Post) and two pence to be added to the rate of the general post for those letters conveyed to London and delivered using the Twopenny Post.
According to Thomas Moore Musgrave, comptroller of the Twopenny Post Office (renamed the London District Post Office in 1844), who was called in as a witness during an enquiry into the Post Office revenue in 1830, there were six daily collections and deliveries of letters in the town division, and three such daily occurrences in the country division, in places such as Hackney. The receiving houses were opened for collection between 8 a.m. and 8 p.m. while the two principal offices continuously collected the Victorian telegrams letters between 9 a.m. and 9 p.m. For the town division, the deliveries took place at 8 a.m. (for the previous day's late mail), 10 a.m., 12 noon, 2 p.m., 4 p.m. and 7 p.m., and all the delivery walks were completed within an hour. For instance, letters stamped at 10 a.m. were delivered at noon, and those stamped at 7 p.m. were delivered first thing next morning. In effect, a posted letter could be received in as little as three hours within the metropolitan area, for as little as two pence. The system was further improved in 1843, when additional letter-carriers and sorters made possible eight deliveries per day in the town division: there were three deliveries in the morning and five after noon, the last one being at 8 p.m. (outside the 3-mile circle, the number of deliveries also increased to up to six per day, dependent upon the distance, with four daily deliveries beyond the 6-mile demarcation).
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The London District Post was not unique. Francis Freeling, Secretary of the Post Office from 1797, was an ardent promoter of penny posts in towns across the country, although he also opposed a reduction in postal rates and even attempted to raise their tariffs. By the end of 1793, Manchester, Bristol and Birmingham had already set up their own.
34
Under the influence of Freeling, many others followed, including the one established in 1833 in Stockton-on-Tees, where, in its first year of operation 7 100 penny post letters were posted. 35 However, the penny posts were a partial and unequal system, and this situation, together with the persistent grievances from the public with regard to the general post, led to a major reform.
The complexity of the tariffs and the postage cost were at the root of the criticisms faced by the Post Office. Postage was calculated according to distance. However, it was not based on the most direct route between the place of origin and destination of a letter; instead it took into account the carrier's journey, which was often a circuitous route optimized for the convenience of the Post Office. Moreover, the cost was also dependent on the weight and the number of sheets of paper, and it was common in those days for correspondents to attempt to reduce the number of sheets by writing in the margins, as well as vertically or diagonally. In addition, delivery could be free in some areas and chargeable in others. Sending a letter was thus an expensive and convoluted operation. The situation led to a large number of petitions being filed in support of the reform advocated by Rowland Hill, a reform he had outlined in a pamphlet published in early 1837 -two years before his appointment as Adviser to the Treasury, charged with implementing this reform.
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Parliament received 320 petitions, from, among others, towns, chambers of commerce, insurance companies, printers and publishers, merchants and bankers, altogether representing 38 709 signatures. 37 There was also a petition from the City of London, which had long lobbied for a reduction in postage.
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A House of Commons select committee established in 1837 was charged to 'inquire into the present rates and mode of charging postage, with a view to such a reduction thereof as may be made without injury to the Revenue'. Its chairman was Robert Wallace, MP for Greenock, and a fervent supporter of Hill's reform proposal. 39 Despite strong resistance from Post Office officials, the opinion of the Committee in favour of the reform prevailed. Two key recommendations were made. The first, and the more radical, was the abolition of distance-based pricing for inland postage: a uniform charge was to be introduced regardless of the distance that the letter had to travel to reach its destination. It had been found that the distance had much less impact on the cost of carrying letters than previously thought; the main factor was the volume of letters, and the cost was actually greater for short distances than it was for longer ones. However, it would have been J-F. Fava-Verde difficult, if not impossible, to convert such a model into practice, and the most practical (and fairer) alternative was therefore a uniform rate of postage, regardless of the distance between the towns.
The second recommendation, which was perhaps the more innovative and unquestionably the more effective in terms of acceleration of mails, was grounded on the hypothesis that the cost of handling a letter could further be reduced if payment was made in advance: that is, if the postage was paid by the sender and not by the recipient of the letter. Letters were then to be delivered without having to collect money, which simplified and sped up the delivery process, while reducing the complexity of the accounting process at both central and local levels. The method proposed for implementing such a system was by means of stamps (the future 'penny blacks'), which would, in effect, be equivalent to the act of franking letters by members of Parliament, bishops and other privileged individuals (which consisted simply in writing their names on the envelope). The significant cost reduction expected from the adoption of pre-payment, especially when coupled with the other costcutting measures mentioned above, would make it possible to reduce the rate of postage. Payment on delivery would still be possible, but at a higher rate, as this was intended as a disincentive.
Another recommendation was the hourly delivery of letters in London by combining the letter-carriers of the general post and the district post. 40 In the end, the opinion of the select committee's members was divided, with four in favour and four against; but the presence of Wallace in the chair led to the motion being adopted and presented as such to the Treasury. 41 Despite opposition from Post Office officials, a Penny Postage Bill was introduced in July 1839, and given royal assent four weeks later. On 16 September 1839, Rowland Hill was appointed as an adviser to the Treasury, with the mission to improve postal service by introduction of 'uniform penny postage'. The reform was officially launched on 10 January 1840, initially with a temporary pre-payment system that did not employ paper stamps. The uniform postage that Hill had recommended hitherto was set at one penny for letters weighing no more than half an ounce, and an extra penny for letters weighing more than half an ounce but not exceeding one ounce. 42 This gave time for the firm of Perkins, Bacon & Petch to produce the penny blacks, which were introduced in May 1840, soon followed by the twopenny blues. 43 After the invention of the envelopefolding machine by Messrs De La Rue in 1846, the use of envelopes became increasingly common. 44 The reduction in the rate of postage, pre-payment and other simplifications under the postal reform opened the world of written communication to a broader public, leading to an increase in letter-writing. The reform had a tremendous impact on the volume of correspondence. In 1839, the committee had estimated that the number of chargeable letters passing through the post offices of the United Kingdom was between 75 and 80 million, of which about 57 million were general post letters (the remainder included penny-, twopenny-and threepenny-post letters). During 1840, the number of chargeable letters grew to a staggering 168.8 million, and the growth continued unabated, with 347 million such letters in 1850 and 570 million in 1860. 45 This explosive growth was underpinned by a substantial increase in the number of post offices across the country. There had been 4 028 post offices (including head offices and sub-offices) in 1840; in 1858 that number had grown to 11 235. 46 By that time, the London District Post was fully integrated into the general post operation, and all the letters were now first sorted into the 10 districts and then re-sorted for the walks by each district's sorters, as their local Victorian telegrams knowledge made the sorting more efficient. 47 What is more, as Daunton pointed out, the following year about 93% of all the letters handled by the Post Office were delivered free of additional charges. 48 The first half of the nineteenth century had thus witnessed a remarkable transformation of the British postal system. Mail-trains, travelling post offices and automated mailbag exchanges accelerated the mail between towns. At the same time, the development of urban or penny posts, especially the London District Post (later integrated in the General Post Office), increased the number of local post offices and the frequency of deliveries. In 1840, there were six mail deliveries per day in London, and this was later increased to an hourly delivery cycle. Within the metropolitan area, a letter could be sent and delivered in just about two hours. Equally remarkable was the reform that took place in the 1840s: the prepayment by stamp which further accelerated the mail, the adoption of a distanceindependent uniform postage rate to make letters even more affordable, and the increase in the number of post offices across the country to transform the Post Office into a truly ubiquitous communication service. It is against this background that the electric telegraph was introduced.
THE TAKE-UP OF TELEGRAMS
In 1842, William Cooke said that the electric telegraph was to be 'a new system of railway communication, at once safe, economical and efficient' -a vision endorsed by the railway engineers and entrepreneurs who embarked with him on the creation of the ETC. 49 The first use of the electric telegraph in the UK was thus a signalling system for railways. The Great Western Railway Company (GWR) trialled such a system in 1844, and others followed suit, although reluctantly at first because the bursting of the speculative bubble in the second half of the decade had reduced their appetite for risky investments when the value of their shares collapsed.
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The newspapers had published articles about the electric telegraph since 1840.
51 By 1845 the public was sufficiently fascinated by this innovation that people were prepared to pay one shilling to visit the telegraph office in Paddington station to see the 'Wonder of the Age' in operation. 52 Yet, in these early days of telegraphy, the public made little use of it as a communication facility, owing to the limited availability of the service (the communication infrastructure, which included telegraphic lines and telegraph offices, was only partially deployed across the country), its high cost ( prior to 1853, the ETC's rates were bespoke, and a telegram from London to Cheltenham (a distance of approximately 100 miles), for instance, would have been charged at 7s 6d), and the fact that telegraph offices were all too often inconveniently located in 'all the chief railway locations, on all the chief lines, with one or two exceptions' (the majority of railway stations were located on the outskirts of the towns, requiring an extra journey to send a telegram). 53 As pointed out by contemporary observers during this period, telegraphic messages were uncommon, and related to 'matters of business'.
54 It was at around this time that the term 'telegram' came to be widely adopted by the public. According to an article published in the Bradford Observer on 1 July 1852, the term had first been coined earlier that year in America by the Albany Evening Journal to describe a 'telegraphic despatch'. Initially associated with the transmission of news (telegraphic bulletins), the meaning later encompassed other telegraphic messages.
J-F. Fava-Verde
It was not until the mid 1850s that the use of telegrams became more prevalent in the professional sphere (especially the media), and began its slow entrance into the domestic sphere. 55 As Andrew Wynter wrote in 1861, these were the days of the 'slovenly scissors and paste weekly [ provincial] journal' that was a 'mere stale jumble of the week's news patched together without method or originality'. 56 Provincial newspapers were not produced and published daily until after the abolition of the 'taxes on knowledge' in 1861. 57 The London morning newspapers were initially despatched daily across the country by Messrs W. H. Smith by early trains or fast coaches, and were not available until later in the day: from 1:45 p.m. in Manchester and 8:45 p.m. in Edinburgh. The ETC seized this opportunity to establish its own telegraphic newsrooms in all its main offices across the country, in which intelligence gathered in London was posted as early as 8 a.m. These intelligence reports included news of commercial or public interest, such as the prices of shares, the weather in different parts of the United Kingdom, shipping arrivals and departures, losses and disasters at sea, general news of the day and parliamentary news during the sessions. 58 The company also distributed news to newspapers as part of its intelligence business. 59 This part of the business, however, was never critical: in 1855, the receipts from 'intelligence contracts' represented less than 10% of the company's turnover, far behind the revenues generated by the messaging business (77%) and the maintenance contracts (15%).
The messaging business itself was mostly generated by business and institutional users, as the general public had yet fully to understand, let alone domesticate, telegraphy. In 1863, for example, Wynter illustrated the lack of understanding of telegraphy in an anecdotal article that told of a gentleman who had 'seriously' requested a telegraph clerk to send two dozen stamps to his wife in the country. 60 Yet at about the same time professional users perceived letters and telegrams to be similar in intents and purposes, as revealed by many newspapers in their advertising sections: 'the Emancipation Society received a letter or telegram from Lord Brougham' (Daily News, 20 February 1863); 'a telegram or letter will ensure seats being reserved' (The Times, 8 December 1863). Such users perceived telegrams and letters as being complementary, even interchangeable -the two forms of communication providing a similar epistolary service. Save for their laconic style, telegrams were essentially letters conveyed by a new technology.
The steady growth of the messaging business at this time did not seem to be impeded by privacy issues either. Perhaps the practice of 'candling' letters (the opening of their wax seal by Post Office officials to discover any additional sheets wrapped inside the outer page) was still very much present in the mind of Victorians. 61 This growth was underpinned by the development of the network and by an increasing presence in towns and cities across the country. In 1855, the Electric and International Telegraph Companies had 'upwards of 320 stations in Great Britain', as could be read on the front of the pre-printed telegram forms. 62 With the growing popularity of telegrams, telegraph offices, which had been initially established in railway stations, were now becoming more conveniently located in town centres, as in Manchester and Liverpool. By the end of 1868, the company had opened 1289 telegraph offices for the public, including 459 rented from third parties such as railways, 664 fully owned town offices and an additional 166 branch offices in larger towns and cities. 63 By then the Magnetic Telegraph Company (MTC) and the United Kingdom Telegraph Company (UKTC), the ETC's main competitors, had an established presence in Britain, and the public had access to a total of 1852 telegraph offices across Britain. However, many towns with fewer than 6 000 inhabitants were still without any telegraphs. If the facilities owned by the railways were included, telegraph offices totalled 2 488 on 1 January 1869. As the number of telegraph offices grew, so did the number of messages. Almost 100 000 messages had been transmitted by the ETC in 1851; by the end of 1859 that number had increased tenfold to 1 025 269 messages. This growth continued unabated in the following ten years, with 5 655 999 inland messages transmitted in 1868 by the five largest telegraph companies, 3 137 478 of those being for the ETC alone. 64 
DECONSTRUCTING THE TELEGRAPH SERVICE
The success of that steady growth can be attributed to the model adopted by the ETC -and later copied by its major competitors. In view of the Royal Mail's proven and efficient operation, the ETC looked upon it as a reference model and replicated its organization to a large extent, with telegraph stations replacing the post offices as collection points, electric wires supplanting the mail-trains for the conveyance of the messages, and messenger boys, like the letter-carriers of the Post Office, delivering the telegrams in an envelope, with stamps indicating the payment. 65 Customers would take their written messages to the telegraph offices to be transcoded and transmitted by electric telegraph, usually within 5 minutes of the time they were received at the counter. At the other end, the transcribed telegrams would be delivered by messengers as part of the porterage service. It is important to note that the Post Office had a significant advantage over the ETC with regard to porterage: its monopoly on delivery. By the Post Office Management Act 1837, the Post Office had been confirmed in its monopoly on the conveyance of letters, with one exception: 'Letters sent by a messenger on purpose concerning the private affairs of the sender or receiver thereof'. The ETC was therefore restricted by this Act. Telegrams were delivered in postal envelopes just like letters but porterage had to be treated as 'messenger on purpose', which prevented the ETC from optimizing resources when and where possible -for instance, by grouping telegrams along a route as the letter-carriers did to reduce delivery charges. As the location of a telegraph office was critical for facilitating customers' access and reducing the time and cost of delivering telegrams, in larger cities branch offices were created to maintain proximity with customers and shorten the messenger's journey.
At first, all messengers were employed directly by the company. As the business expanded and more telegraph offices were opened, messengers were also contracted out, especially in smaller towns. In 1867, for instance, the ETC employed 1 191 operators and 764 messengers, but the number of employed messengers in 1868 remained stable at 759, despite the fact that the number of telegrams had continued to increase. 66 Off-duty clerks could also act as messengers and be paid as such. 67 Telegram porterage, by default limited to a 3-mile radius from any office, was usually carried out by boys, initially paid weekly wages but later paid by piece-work at the rate of one penny per message delivered. Each boy was able to deliver up to about 30 messages per day, thus earning between two and three shillings per day. The mode of delivery was specified by 'affixes': for instance, 'MC' meant that the message was to be delivered by a company messenger in a cab; 'SX' specified that the message was to be sent by Special Express, usually on horseback; 'MH' meant that the message could be sent by man or horse for any distance, and beyond 3 miles, by fly, cab, J-F. Fava-Verde stage-coach, railway or steam-boat. Many more options existed, and their multiplicity created a complex porterage tariff structure.
The charges for porterage were also calculated according to distance and varied over the years. In 1863, for instance, porterage for the first half-mile was free of charge, then increased from 6d to 1s 6d up to a distance of 3 miles for a messenger on foot, and from 1s to 3s for a special express. London had its own rates of porterage, also free for halfmile and under, and then 3d for every half-mile beyond the first half-mile. At times, the porterage was the same as or more expensive than the message itself. Edwin Chadwick wrote in 1867 that a telegram from London to Ham, a district adjacent to Richmond, was a shilling but the porterage was 18 pence because it was delivered from the telegraph office at Richmond, which was 3 miles away, taking one hour to reach its destination. 68 On 15 November 1867, the Pall Mall Gazette reported the misfortune of a gentleman who lived 7 miles from a telegraph office, and had to pay seven shillings in porterage for receiving a telegram of a trivial nature which had cost the sender only one shilling.
Such charges, to which were sometimes added extra fees when the company had to use a competing network to transmit a telegram, were highly prohibitive for the general public. However, telegraphy usage grew steadily as an alternative to letters in business circles: in 1860 there was one telegram for 296 letters; by 1863 that ratio was one to 197 letters, and in 1866 one to 121 letters. 69 Yet this take-up of telegrams was still constrained by the high rates imposed by the telegraph companies for the transmission of messages. Prior to 1853, the ETC's rates had been bespoke, with charges for each destination (town) precalculated and published. A telegram from London to Cheltenham, for instance, would have been charged at 7s 6d -a distance of approximately 100 miles. From 1853 onwards, an attempt was made to simplify the rates, setting them at 2s 6d for 20 words for distances up to 100 miles and at 5s beyond 100 miles. Then, in 1865, the transmission charges were finally set at 1s for 20 words for distances up to 100 miles, 1s 6d between 100 and 200 miles, and 2s beyond 200 miles. Nevertheless, telegrams remained a communication tool for professionals and the well-to-do classes of Victorian society. It is also worth noting that the ETC and other companies relied on the capillarity of the network of post offices across the country when the recipient of a telegram was not within reach of a telegraph station: in this case, the telegram was simply directed to the poste restante of the nearest post office. Some postmasters refused to sign the messengers' tickets (revealing a certain rivalry between the two services); to ensure that telegrams were being treated equally, the Post Office circulated an internal notice on 22 October 1859 asking that 'telegraphic messages forwarded to a post office be left till called for' and be treated as ordinary unpaid letters. 70 The analogy with the Royal Mail's operation did not stop there. One private telegraph company, the London District Telegraph Company (LDTC), went further, modelling itself after the London District Post to make telegraph offices as ubiquitous as possible in the metropolis (the stations were, in principle, no more than a 5-minute walk from customers). According to an article in the Standard on 7 December 1858, the original intent had been to deliver messages of up to 10 words to any place within a radius of 4 miles from Charing Cross at a cost of 4d, but the tariff was later set at 6d for 15 words, excluding the address. Because of the star-like configuration, messages sent from one station to another had to go via the central station, where female clerks were employed to work the instruments. Time was lost because of this double transcription and there were also issues with the telegraphic wires. In practice, messages were not consistently Victorian telegrams delivered within the half-hour commitment. Achieving sustained profitability proved elusive, although there was an encouraging growth of the business in the first few years despite the competition from the Post Office, which could deliver a letter in under two hours at a cheaper price (by then, the London District Post was fully integrated into the general post operation). Following a peak of activities in 1865, the number of messages gradually declined.
The prepayment of telegrams by stamp was also widely adopted by the telegraph companies, and a modified version of the uniform postage rate concept was implemented by yet another private telegraph company, the UK Telegraph Company (UKTC), in an attempt to stimulate the take-up of its service, just like the Post Office had done two decades earlier for the mail service. In 1861, the UKTC had started its operation between London (with its main office in Old Broad Street) and Liverpool and Manchester, differentiating itself from the other companies by establishing a telegraph service with a uniform rate of one shilling per message of 20 words, irrespective of distance -hence its popular name, the 'Shilling Company'. 71 It had first been authorized by a Special Act of Parliament in 1851 (14 & 15 Vic. Cap. 137). However, Thomas Allan, the Scottish engineer behind it, had failed to raise the capital of £250 000 that he believed was needed to launch this ambitious and innovative undertaking, and the company remained dormant until 1860. 72 As mentioned in The Era on 8 May 1853, the company's original strategy was maintained: that is, 'to give to the Million the benefit of the great scientific discovery of the age'. The idea of providing cheap telegrams to the public at large was borrowed from Rowland Hill's uniform penny postage concept. 73 In a similar way, the UKTC believed that the adoption of a simplified tariff (irrespective of distance) and lower rates would boost usage, and at the same time enable the company to break into a market dominated by the ETC, and to a lesser extent by the MTC. 74 With the ETC protecting jealously its quasi-exclusivity on wayleaves (rights of way for telegraphic lines) with the railways, the UKTC had little choice but to turn initially to towpaths along canals to lay down its infrastructure. The initial line from London to Liverpool and Manchester was soon extended to serve many other places, although the company restricted its activities to principal towns in the country, mostly in England. As the UKTC began to win customers and seize market shares from the ETC and the MTC, these two much larger competitors reacted by aligning their prices according to those of the UKTC, precisely on those lines where they competed with each other. The competitive advantage initially enjoyed by the UKTC was quickly lost and the company began to struggle, as the shilling rate was not sustainable without economies of scale. In July 1865, an agreement was eventually reached between the UKTC, ETC and MTC to abandon the uniform rate of one shilling and to adopt instead a distance-dependent tariff. 75 Nonetheless, the UKTC's customers had experienced for four years the benefit of a tariff that closely resembled, in concept if not in monetary value, that of the uniform penny postage.
CONCLUSION
In his book which argued for the importance of the seemingly old, David Edgerton pointed out that 'technology has not generally been a revolutionary force; it has been responsible for keeping things the same as much as changing them'. 76 This was certainly the case for Victorian inland telegrams. The operating model adopted by the Electric Telegraph
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Company (and its main competitors) was akin to the Post Office's mail operation -a model which had already been assimilated by users of the letter post. In other words, sending and receiving a telegram was similar to a postal operation: telegraph stations acted as collection points just as post offices did for letters; electric wires supplanted the mail-trains for the conveyance of the messages; and messenger boys, like the letter-carriers of the Post Office, delivered the telegrams in an envelope, with stamps indicating the payment. Save for the laconic style of telegrams, the two forms of communication provided a similar service. This can explain to a large extent the successful commodification of telegrams, and why Victorians perceived telegrams and letters as interchangeable. As Charles Dickens noted in the early days of telegraphy, 'the Post Office, industrious and effective as it is, will find an active rival standing by its side -bidding against it for popularity, coming in to share its message-carrying trade'. 77 However, this success came at a heavy price: customers expected telegrams to be as convenient as letters. As a result, the public became increasingly critical of the lack of telegraph offices (in relation to the number of post offices) and their poor locations (all too often on the outskirts of towns, unlike centrally located post offices). In 1868, for instance, the number of telegraph offices was slightly more than 3300, with almost 2000 located in railway stations, of which nearly 800 were used exclusively for railway operation. In contrast, by 1865 the Royal Mail had a network of 11 316 post offices across the United Kingdom, of which 10 508 were sub-post offices located in all the towns of the country, large and small. When coupled with the even larger network of 15 202 road letter-boxes, this made the collection of letters much more efficient than the infrastructure then offered by the private telegraph companies. 78 The high cost of telegrams (in relation to cheaper postage) aggravated the situation, and this led to a growing number of contemporaries calling for the appropriation of the private telegraph companies by the General Post Office.
In confining their narratives to telegraphy, histories of the Victorian telegraph have overlooked the interplay between the telegram and the letter post, and in so doing have portrayed the telegram as an innovative method of communication that was inevitably faster than the letter post simply by virtue of the underlying telegraphic technology. However, the postal model adopted by the telegraph companies added significant delays at both ends of the telegraphic line through the collection and delivery processes. Telegrams even had recourse to postal delivery when the recipient was not within reach of a telegraph station -a frequent situation during the early days of the service. Nevertheless, despite the strong parallels between the two methods of communication, telegrams were unquestionably faster (although more expensive) than letters for inter-urban communication: the longer the distance, the faster telegrams were relative to letters. In contrast, for shorter distances, especially for communication within the metropolis, letters were cheaper and often quicker than telegrams. The unsuccessful attempt by the London District Telegraph Company to compete with the district mail attests to the superiority of the mail service in an urban environment. In large cities, especially in London, urban telegrams offered no benefit over letters. With its hourly deliveries, the London District Post was able to deliver a letter within two hours of collection. A telegram could actually take longer to deliver than a letter: as reported by the Leeds Mercury on 4 July 1868, during the examination of the Electric Telegraph Bill on 1 July 1868, Frank Ives Scudamore told the select committee that the Post Office had previously forwarded telegrams to all parts of the metropolis 'within the radius' and found that they took much longer to deliver than 'if sent by omnibus'.
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Urban telegrams were thus at best equal to letters in terms of speed of delivery, as the collection and delivery processes, whose design had been largely inspired by the mail service, incurred disproportionate amounts of delays in relation to the distances involved. Telegrams were, for all intents and purposes, a fast messaging service for long-distance communication, but they could not compete with the efficiency of the Victorian mail service for urban communication. Francis Bond, Stokers and pokers, or the London and North Western Railway: the electric telegraph and the railway clearing house (John Murray, London, 1861), p. 119. The abolition of the tax on advertisement in 1853 was followed by the abolition of paper duty in 1861. The stamp duty, however, remained for postal purposes. 58
The perceived value of such reports can be established from anecdotal evidence. On 14 October 1848, for example, the Sheffield & Rotherham Independent reported that Mr Wrigley, the master of the Manchester Exchange newsroom, was expelled from the membership of the telegraph subscription newsroom for having pirated the intelligence for his benefit. On 3 January 1852, the Daily News reported that the Glasgow Exchange was willing to pay an annual fee of £400 for an exclusive contract for news by telegraph in that city -an offer refused by the Electric Telegraph Company. 59
After the nationalization of the telegraph, newspapers made extensive use of so-called press telegrams. These telegrams were heavily subsidized by the Post Office, costing about onethird of the cost of a normal telegram, but they were limited in length. They were used by the Press Association to despatch news to their subscribers in all parts of the country, and also to the 85 or so newspapers which could afford or were willing to pay the deposit of £25 for each and every correspondent whom the Press Association maintained in various towns. Charles Dickens, 'Press telegrams', All the Year Round N.S. 9:222, 365 (March 1873). Larger newspapers, especially in Scotland and the north of England, as well as Reuters, also made extensive use of press wires, which were special wires dedicated at night to newspapers and used during the day to transmit telegrams for the public. Jean-François Fava-Verde, 'Private telegraphy: the path from private wires to subscriber lines in Victorian Britain', PhD thesis, University of Leeds (2016), pp. 184 -195.
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